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Danebod: A Traditionof
Strengthand Spirit
by Ann Svendsen

The Danes have always expressed their joys by having
festivals. Fastelavns (Fest before Lent) is celebrated on
Shrove Tuesday . The Fifth of June, a traditional celebration,
remembers the day Denmark got its first constitution and
became a democracy. America's patriotism and freedom are
celebrated on the Fourth of July. The bounties of agriculture
are celebrated with the annual Harvest Festival. Christmas is
celebrated not only in the majesty and solemnity of a candlelight church service but by dancing around a huge tree when
the children also recieve bags of candy, apples and nuts,
and gifts.
It was with a festival that Danish immigrants, in 1885,
celebrated the founding of Danebod, their new settlement
in Tyler, Minnesota, a community today of 1257 civic- .
minded people.
The name "Danebod" is rooted in Danish history. The 9th
century queen, Thyra, wife of King Gorm, successfully rallied
and united her people to build a wall of defense against
foreign invaders. In gratitude, they gave her the surname
"Danebod," which means "the-one who mends snd saves
the Danes."
In 1880, of the 107,700 Scandinavians in Minnesota, only
6100were Danes. In Clinton, Iowa, in 1884, at a convention of
the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, which
had been established in 1872, a committee was appointed to
find a piece of land where scattered Danish immigrants
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might settle. They made arrangements with the Winona and
St. Peter Railroad Company to purchase 35,000 acres of land
in the southern part of Lincoln County, Minnesota, to include
the townships of Diamond Lake, Hope and Marshfield,
south, north and east of Lake Benton lake . In the agreement,
it was stipulated that for three years, this land was to be sold
only to Danish people. If 12,000 acres were sold, 240 acres
would be donated as sites for churches and schools .
By June 27, 1885, a Saturday, approximately 70 settlers
from various locations had congregated in the town of Lake
Benton, their purpose being to tour the area and buy land. In
the early morning, a long caravan of lumber wagons headed
north four miles over the Lake Benton hills to a spot in
Diamond Lake Township where one of the churches in the
Danish colony was later built. Here they turned east and,
after a lunch pause, went through the small town of
Marshfield, the first county seat, ending the tour in Tyler and
the area they named "Danebod." Before sunset, over 3000
acres of the rolling prairie had been sold in 80 and 160 acre
plots at a cost of from $5 to $8 per acre . The only trees were a
tree claim at Danebod. In one of his books, Carl Hansen related,
somewhat facetiously, that the only shade found was behind
the fence posts.
The following Sunday morning, several of the pioneers
sailed in a small steamboat to an island close to the north
shore of Lake Benton to celebrate the founding of the new
colony at a folk festival.
Beginning with worship services, Pastor A.S. Nielsen,
president of the synod, preached the sermon based on
Romans 8:22-23, a text based on hope. Following a festive
picnic, there was much singing, and lectures by Pastors
Kristian Anker and F.L. Grundtvig . Two original songs, written
especially for the day, were sung. (It is a Danish custom that,
for special Occasions, songs and poems are written by
anyone who wishes or who has the talent to do so). The
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Danes, hopefully and confidently, looked forward to a rich,
happy life of tilling the soil, and building churches and
schools as they had known in their homeland.
Most of the people who had purchased land went home,
not returning until the spring of 1886 to begin building their
farms. Life was hard and many were poor, having to borrow
money at exorbitant interest rates - usually 9% on land and
2% per month on smaller loans. But by sharing, neighbor
with neighbor, they managed to survive.
The cemetery was dedicated on June 27, 1886, the first
recorded church service and, on July 11, 1886, the Danebod
congregation was formally organized with 15 members. In
the constitution that was adopted, a paragraph excluding
members who belonged to "secret societies" was included.
Due to controversy, this was later deleted. However, the first
pastor called, F.L. Grundtvig, declined because he was vehemently opposed to secret societies .
The second pastor called, Jorgen Hansen of Michigan,
also declined as he was only offered $300 plus "hay for a cow
or two" annually, so, from time to time, people met in various homes, singing hymns and listening to a layman reading
a sermon.
In April, 1888, the first pastor, H.J. Pedersen, his wife and
six children, and their hired man, arrived in Tyler. It was a
cold morning and since no kindling wood had been placed in
the small house assigned to them, the children were sent to
the local mercantile to beg for some kindling. Thanks to the
local merchant, the hired man soon had the house warm.
Pedersen received his education in a folk school in
Denmark. He immigrated to the United States in 1875 and
upon his ordination, served the congregation in Gowen,
Michigan. In 1880, he became the president of the folk school
in Elkhorn, Iowa.
While Pedersen served as president of the folk school in
Elkhorn, there were many students, some who settled in the
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colony. Land values rose and Pedersen prospered. In 1882,
however, he returned to Michigan and built the Ashland Folk
School near Grant. The school did not prosper and Pedersen,
with restless energy, looked for new opportunities.
When the call came from Danebod, he eagerly accepted,
saying the size of the salary was unimportant; he wanted
the opportunity to build a folk school in this new Danish
settlement.
After the church service on the first Sunday, Pedersen
drove around on an inspection tour. The synodical land
committee had planned to build a church northwest of Tyler.
Later, they accepted an offer of an "American" willing to
donate four acres at the edge of Tyler provided the
church was built there. Pedersen, however, had other,
more practical plans.
A quarter section of land a half mile south of Tyler was for
sale for $1000 from the owner, a congressman named Brown
from Missouri. On a hill where the church was eventually
built, Pedersen asked the driver to stop. He looked and
looked and then, without hesitation, said, "On this hill near
this beautiful view, we will build church and school."
Pedersen paid an additional $1.25 per acre to the government
to get a clear title. Then he built a barn where the family
lived, temporarily. Today, it is a garage.
A pious Christian, an eloquent speaker, an independent
thinker, and able in both church and community affairs, he
guickly assumed leadership and became, in effect, the
"founder of Danebod."
The congregation, at this point, owned neither church,
parsonage, nor, officially, land on which to build. They had
asked the Synod repeatedly for a deed to land that had been
set aside for churches and schools. Finally, at the church
convention in Elkhorn in September, 1888, they gave Tyler 77
acres of land, Diamond Lake, 93 acres, and the synod
retained 66 acres.
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Monetary donations of $1167 had come in in response to
Pedersen' s challenge so a folk school could be built. Despite
much donated labor and the donated money, a debt of $3000
was incurred. Pedersen sold several lots and reduced the
debt, reserving two lots west of Danebod, however. "There
someday a church and parochial school will be built," said
Pedersen.
The three story wooden structure opened on December 1,
1888, it being the largest building in the community, with
Pedersen as president. Because the congregation was growing, the folk school was enlarged a few years later, but in
1917, it burned down. With the help of donations from the
community and other synodical congregations, a new,
enlarged three story brick structure was built at a cost of
$33,000 and it was dedicated nine months later, debt free.

The second Danebod folk School, built at a cost of $33,000 in 1917.
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For several years, three to four month sessions were held
at the Folk School with the young men attending in the winter and young women in the summer. Students came not
only from the local community but from many of the Danish
settlements throughout the United States. Classes were
offered in Danish history and literature, American history,
English, gymnastics, agriculture, home economics and
singing, with lectures being the prominent way of teaching.
The folk schools differed from conventional education in that
there were no grades, no credits, no examinations.
Folk schools were based on the philosophy of N.F.S.
Grundtvig, their spiritual father, that life on earth is not
merely a preparation for eternity, a pietist viewpoint, but a
God-given gift with its own value, and that education is not
just a necessary passage to livelihood and position, but a
source of learning, enlightenment and growth. From these
perspectives, there are Danes known as "Happy Danes" and
those known as "Holy Danes."
Church services had been held in the Folk School lecture
hall but, as the colony grew, the space seemed to shrink.
Pedersen offered to build an assembly hall if the congregation would donate $200 and supply the rock for building
material. The vote passed "underwhelmingly." Some people
said they understood that the money was going to be used
for a church, not an assembly hall. Pedersen explained that
for now, a hall could be used for worship, meetings, and
gymnastics; that they couldn't have meetings and gym in a
church. But, as the grumbling continued, Pedersen, at a congregational meeting, made the motion that the $200
appropriation be cancelled; he would pay for building the
hall himself. The motion passed.
In the fall of 1888, Kristian Klink, a stone mason from
Denmark and one of the first students at Danebod, offered to
take on the job of building the Stone Hall for nothing when
he heard the $200 had been withdrawn, provided he could
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take other jobs in order to make a living. (He had also plastered all the walls in the Folk School for nothing.) Klink was
assisted by Niels Petersen, another student who made the
same offer, he and a third student named Niels Madsen.

Danebod Stone Hall, the first meeting hall, built from native stone.

Farmers began hauling native rock from the shores of
Swan Lake, south of Danebod, and Klink and his helpers
split and shaped them. A special stone, marked K. Klink, was
placed inconspicuously in the northeast corner. If you look
closely behind the bushes, you can still see it today.
In the spring of 1889, Klink contracted rheumatic fever.
He told Pastor Pedersen that he had three wishes: First, that
he could live long enough to finish the Stone Hall; secondly,
that he could earn enough money to go home to Denmark;
and thirdly, that he could die quietly and peacefully and go
home to his Father's house in heaven. In the fall, the Stone
Hall was finished, but Klink became gravely ill. He told
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Pedersen he had had his first wish; he would not get his second, and he hoped that he would get his third. They talked,
sang a hymn, had the confession and the Lord's Prayer, and
Klink received Holy Communion and the benediction. A
peace settled over him. He arranged for the disposition of his
personal things and a few days later, he died. The first gathering in the Stone Hall was Klink' s funeral.
It became the center of the colony where Sunday services,
funerals, weddings, meetings and gym were held. There
were no pews or chairs; people sat on planks without back
rests.
In 1888, the colony had organized a school for its children
with classes held in a room in the folk school, but, as with
everything, that soon became too small also. So at a congregational meeting on January 31, 1892, Pastor Pedersen
donated a lot west of the Stone Hall on which to build a
parochial school The wooden structure was large enough for
20-30 students and living accommodations for the teacher.
The bell hanging in the bell tower bore a Danish inscription
(translated to English): 'For mother tongue and faith of our
Fathers; I call children to Danebod.' A school association and
a reading club were organized, and gradually, a library was
established.
The Stone Hall had now become too small also, so at a
congregational meeting on April 30, 1893, the motion passed
46-2 to build a new church on the lot west of the parochial
school. In July, with the crops looking good, the Danes were
hopeful and jubilant. But in the evening, a devastating hail
storm destroyed the entire crop. People were quiet, sad and
discouraged.
On the following Sunday, Pedersen preached an inspiring
sermon and the hymn, "We Are In Our Father's Hand," was
sung as it had been sung at the dedication of Danebod.
Pedersen said, "We are now on equal footing; we are all poor,
and now we need a church more than ever." A few days later,
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the farmers started hauling stones - 200 loads - and before
winter, the foundation was in place.
The church was built in the form of a cross, following the
pattern of the church in Vallekilde, Denmark. Bertel
Thorvaldsen' s Statue of Christ, "Come Unto Me," stands
behind the altar, which was carved out of oak as was the pulpit. The baptismal font was hand-hewn from a block of
granite. Narrow wood strips panel the walls and the ceiling
where they form the pattern of a star from which hangs a
ship made by Dr. F.N. Thomsen, a former Tyler dentist. The
ship, a symbol used in Danish churches, signifies the
Christian Church which carries the believer through storms
and waves.

Themajestic Danebod Lutheran Church, built at a cost of $5958 in 1895.

"THECROSS CHURCH"
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With donated labor, "The Cross Church at Danebod" was
dedicated June 16, 1895, with thel000-1500 people gathered
s1ng1ng:
Fair beyond telling,
Lord, is thy dwelling,
Filled with thy peace ...
Total cost: $5958.
In 1894, Pastor Pedersen built a parsonage south of the
church into which he moved his family. This was later moved
to a location south of Danebod. The present parsonage, a
large structure with five bedrooms, a sleeping porch, and
electric lights, was .built in 1915. The large classroom in the
basement was for years used for teaching the catechetical
classes.
In the fall of 1898, a committee of young people was
named to collect money for a church bell. It was hung two
years later and rang for the first time Sunday, November 25,
1900. Pastor Pedersen wrote the inscription on the bell (translated to English): 'As symbol of concord on foreign shores,
Gave Dane bod's youth speech and tongue.'
Following Danish tradition, the bell was rung three times
at half-hour intervals before Sunday services, when war was
declared and when peace was declared. A tradition that has
continued is to ring the bell at sunrise and sunset. The bell is
rung 50 times, once for each state. This is followed by nine
prayer beats; three each for the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.
Bell ringers were hired through the years until it became
increasingly difficult to find persons willing to commit themselves to this daily schedule. In 1976, Harald A. Petersen,
former superintendent of Tyler Schools, installed an automatic bell ringer which had been designed and made by his
sons, Paul and Niel, both mechanical engineers.
In 1903, a Gym Hall was built south of the Stone Hall
which was used not only for gymnastics but for celebrations,
folk dancing and plays. That same year, a granite boulder
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placed between the Folk School and the Stone Hall had been
erected by the congregation as a monument to H.J. Pedersen,
"the founder of Danebod." On July 20, 1905, Pedersen,
Dane bod's first pastor, died. At his funeral, the congregation
again sang, "We Are In Our Father's Hand."
In 1909, a Childrens' Home was built east of the Folk
School at a cost of $8000. Children who had lost one or both
parents were taken care of in this orphanage as this was the
days before government programs. When the need for a childrens' home decreased and a need for a home for the aged
increased, it became the Old Peoples' Home. Today, with two
additions, the facility has 190 resident rooms where persons
who require minimum care receive meals and laundry service as part of their rent. In addition, six apartment buildings
have been erected for persons able to do their own housekeeping. Danebod Village, as it is now called, is home to
persons from many different communities and churches.
When war was declared with Germany in 1917, the Danes
found that they had embraced their new land as their own
and that now, they were truly Americans. The demand to
speak English in the church and school increased and the
controversy, which had begun two years earlier, resulted in
some parishioners leaving Danebod to form another congregation, First English Lutheran Church.
Following the devastating tornado of August 21, 1918,
services were held under the trees on the Danebod lawn for
those who had lost their lives. Twenty-two caskets were laid
side-by-side in a long row. Eighteen persons were buried in
the Danebod cemetery and the rest elsewhere.
On Saturday, January 20, 1936, neighbors noticed smoke
coming from the church. Due to the quick thinking of the fire
chief, who threw a chemical bomb into the furnace room,
another tragedy was averted. A new hardwood floor by the
heat register had to be installed and the entire church redecorated due to smoke damage, but the church still stood,
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proud and tall.
In 1943, Pastor Enok Mortensen came to serve th
Danebod congregation. The Folk School had been deteriorat
ing, so shortly after his arrival, Mortensen organized an
effort to restore not only the building but the concept. In
1946, the Danish Fall Meetings were begun by Mortensen followed by the Family Camps in 1947.
In 1949, Mortensen and his wife, Nanna, accompanied by
friends, traveled to eastern New York to visit a couple they
had met at a church convention in Michigan. While there, he
found a rough plank of apple wood which he brought back
to Tyler. Contemplating what to do with it, Mortensen finally
decided to make a Celtic cross. A Danish hymn kept singing
in his ears:
"Filled with love my heart proposes
To adorn thy cross with roses
And to offer praise to thee."
And so he carved a wreath of Tudor roses around the center in which he had carved a Christogram, represented by the
two Greek letters, X and P. On August 12, he presented the
cross to the congregation. It was hung permanently in the
vestibule over the door leading into the church.
To commemorate their fiftieth anniversaries, the boards
of directors of the Danish Fall Meetings and the Family
Camps established a fund to erect a suitable monument to
honor Pastor Enok Mortensen and his legacy.

-106-

"Kaempehoj," the dolmen erected in 1997, is a replica of stone monuments scattered around Denmark's country-side. It depicts the
endurance and longevity of the Danes and the fold school concept.

The dolmen, erected in the summer of 1997, is a replica of
Danish Viking stone monuments scattered throughout
Denmark's countryside. It is built on a grassy mound and
constructed of three huge stone megaliths on which rest a
giant capstone. This symbolizes the connection of the ancient
Danes to their stony landscape, and depicts the endurance
and longevity of not only the Danes but the folk school concept so loved by Mortensen.
Today, the entire Danebod complex is on the National
Register of Historic Places. The parochial school is gone but
a granite monument is erected in the spot where it stood. The
Folk School hosts three family camps, childrens' camps, the
Danish Fall Meetings, and a Creative Discovery Workshop
each year, as well as wedding showers and receptions, family
reunions, grief support groups, Alcoholics Anonymous, and
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the like. It is the only Folk School remaining out of the six
that were built in the United States. Folk dancing is still done
in the Gym Hall during the camps, and a local play is performed each spring. The Stone Hall is now a museum, and
the huge parsonage has been home to many pastors and their
families.
Danebod, the dream, and finally the reality of Danish
immigrants, has survived financial struggles, controversies
over language, personal differences, disasters, and other difficulties Because of having struggled with these problems
and overcoming them, Danebod today remains strong and
viable. It is probably because the Danes have long subscribed
to the belief in the hymn sung at the dedication and many
times thereafter, "we Are In Our Father's Hand."
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